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An Explorative Study About the Use of Digital 
Technologies in the Spanish Language Classroom in 
Japan 
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Analia VITALE ROSENBROCK 
 
Spanish teaching is in transition to a new educational 
environment of digital technologies. This article explores the 
way in which a technological culture is permeating Spanish 
classrooms in Japan. The findings show that individually 
teachers are adopting ICT in the classroom and positively 
evaluating the value of the digital technology for pedagogical 
purposes. Furthermore, because teachers show a remarkable 
interest in improving their expertise, educational workplaces, 
associations, as well as teachers' networks should offer more 
professional development opportunities for that purpose. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 The use of information and communications technology (ICT) has 
become a permanent fixture in modern society. From the 1990s the World Wide 
Web started to grow, the Japanese internet provider Yahoo BB started in 2001, 
Blog services developed in 2003, YouTube started in 2005, smartphone became 
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widespread when the first iPhone was released in 2007, cloud computing 
entered the mainstream by early 2010, and then social media topped the 
popularity list: Twitter from 2010, Facebook in 2011, and LINE in 2012. This 
widely accepted use of digital technology is called the Information Age or 
Digital Revolution, with constantly evolving electronic tools such as computers, 
tablets and smartphones, with many different types of software, systems, and 
resources that generate, store or process data.  
 Teachers are in the midst of this technological tsunami. On one hand, 
young people tend to use a lot of digital technologies, but they mostly engage in 
social networking and simple internet searches (Howard & Mozejko, 2015). A 
recent Japanese survey shows that more than 91.5% of youth (10 to 17 years 
old) use some kind of device, and among high school students more than 90% 
have a smartphone and use it mainly for communication (89.9%) and enjoying 
music and videos (80% and 79%, respectively). The parents of those surveyed 
youths are not left behind in the use digital devices (93.9%) for communication 
and searching for information (87.9% and 85.6%, respectively) (Naikaku-fu, 
2016). Furthermore, there is a significant lowering of the cost of 
communications, included PC and devices, which fosters their widespread 
consumption. On the other hand, in the educational field, with this constantly 
changing of ICT chase, schools and universities are urged to respond to their 
community’s need for technological training, determined to not fall behind. The 
conventional modes of teaching have also been shaken by these digital 
technologies, calling for the need of a continuous upgrade of resources and 
technology.  
 New pedagogical approaches, which deal with the digital technology 
and teaching, are born out of this mixture, such as M-learning (as a learning 
process across multiple contexts, through social and content interactions using 
personal devices); blended learning or hybrid learning (a combination of 
face-to-face interaction and the use of an online component); flipped learning 
(basically learning new content before the class) and for language teaching, 
CALL (Computer-Assisted Language Learning) and MALL (Mobile-Assisted 
Language Learning). In contrast to the traditional model of a teacher-centered 
class of delivering information and direct instruction, with the classroom as the 
only and exclusive place to learn, the teacher moves away from a central role 
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for the students to develop more autonomy and be in control of their own 
learning. Access to knowledge and instruction is transferred to other assorted 
resources, basically through online components to maximize the face-to-face 
interaction in class, providing support, clarification and reinforcement via 
practice (Burgo, 2017).  
 Additionally, as Sugata Mitra points out, there is a need for a change in 
the educational system from what it used to be. In the past, schools were a place 
to produce people to do a task, follow orders and not ask questions, a 
beautifully designed machine for the industrial society (Mitra, 2016). This 
model is gone and in the new knowledge society, the dissemination of 
information serves to transform information and resources, the education has to 
adapt and renew itself to be compatible with the globalized world, is about 
learning how to learn, and consequently creates a new educational challenges. 
 In this digital age, these new technologies can be used in foreign 
language teaching. The positive effects of ICT are the ability to communicate 
and collaborate with native and non-native speakers worldwide. Also, digital 
resources provide an almost unlimited abundance of resources of all kinds to 
use and create content. By accessing authentic material and contexts in the 
target language, students expand their horizons to the culture and people of that 
language and better understand the surrounding world. 
 The ICTs in the classroom are redefining teacher knowledge and 
expertise required for meaningful instruction. Three main areas of knowledge 
are set up: knowledge and pedagogy --already included in the conventional way 
of teaching-- plus technological knowledge, in what is called the Technological 
Pedagogical Content Knowledge framework. The interplay of these three main 
areas “is the basis of effective teaching with technology, requiring an 
understanding of the representation of concepts using technologies; pedagogical 
techniques that use technologies in constructive ways to teach content; 
knowledge of what makes concepts difficult or easy to learn and how 
technology can help redress some of the problems that students face; 
knowledge of students’ prior knowledge and theories of epistemology; and 
knowledge of how technologies can be used to build on existing knowledge to 
develop new epistemologies or strengthen old ones” (Koehler & Mishra, 2009). 
On the whole, the adoption of digital resources and production should maintain 
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a balance between the course goals and face-to-face instruction.  
 
PASSAGE TO THE USE OF ICTs 
 In this unprecedented environment of classrooms full of “digital native” 
students, many teachers are “digital immigrants” (Presky, 2001) who feel they 
are losing a race, and while difficult to cope or stay afloat, they can hardly 
ignore that they must catch up to the students. ICT as a teaching aid is more 
complicated in that it demands more specific skills from the teachers. Moreover, 
binary visions are also part of the picture like Umberto Eco wrote in the 
Apolípticos e integrados (Eco, 1984). On one end, there are technophobes or 
luddites, opponents of any new technologies or technological change. On the 
other end, there are the technophiles who follow the latest innovations, eagerly 
accepting, blindly trusting and uncritically adopting. However, moving beyond 
these binary visions, educational institutions and teachers are positioned at 
different points, in a huge spectrum of teachers with positive and negative 
opinions about the ICTs (Howard & Mozejko, 2015; Harley, 2007; Mumtaz, 
2000), which will be further discussed in the analysis section. 
 There are departments of Spanish as a specialty and Spanish as a 
second language, and most of the courses are divided into grammar classes 
done by Japanese teachers and communication- related classes done by native 
Spanish-speaking teachers. According to some statistics, in Japan 135 high 
schools have Spanish classes (Sunden, 2010) and 30% of all universities (230) 
have Spanish classes (Monbukagakusho, 2016). The tradition in Japan of 
teaching foreign languages, including Spanish, is based on a 
grammar-translation method, called Yakudoku, and the focus on grammatical 
content still prevails nowadays (GIDE, 2015; Sanz Yagüe, Escandón Godoy, et 
al 2015). 
 Additionally, as in other courses, a movement to uniform Spanish 
classes inside of each educational institution is taking place. Many educational 
institutions are setting up study plans with a correspondent syllabus, a schedule 
of classes, teaching materials, coordination among teachers, a uniform exam, 
among other features. Furthermore, in contrast with the publishers for English, 
the Japanese editors of Spanish textbooks are publishing in the traditional way 
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of hard copies or printing, possibly also because Japanese authors still want to 
teach in the same traditional way.  
 Considering that it is the educational context that shapes the pedagogy, 
as a whole, there is a huge variety of Spanish classes depending on the number 
of students, their motivations and abilities, the syllabus, the plan of study, 
specific course outlines, teaching materials, teaching coordination and training, 
institutional support and classroom equipment, individual teachers’ attitudes 
and abilities, etc. While in some places there is a syllabus to adhere to, in other 
cases teachers are free to design their own syllabus, teaching materials, 
evaluation, etc. Therefore, the use of ICTs in the classroom is circumscribed by 
many factors shaping a very unique way of teaching.  
 
THE STUDY 
Research questions, methodology and basic description of the sample 
 Due to the fact that many new technologies have developed very 
rapidly in the last ten years and brought changes and new challenges to the 
classroom, this study aims to explore how these digital resources are integrated 
into the field of Spanish teaching in Japan, most importantly considering the 
student as an active user of these resources. The main questions are: How much 
are digital resources integrated into Spanish classes in Japan these days? How 
about the stance of the workplaces with their institutional guidelines or 
policies? What are the instructors’ attitudes and uses of these digital resources 
when designing a course where the students are using them? What are the main 
obstacles for the use of ICTs in the classroom? Are teachers in need of some 
training or update of their technological skills? 
 In order to answer these questions, an online survey in Google Form 
was designed to collect evidence from teachers of universities and high schools 
about their workplaces, ICT experiences, attitudes and uses in teaching. The 
invitation to participate in the survey was announced in the two main Japanese 
Spanish-teacher associations and also a parallel mailing list covering more or 
less all of the teachers belonging to the professional network. It was conducted 
between Dec. 2016 and January 2017 and statistical analyzed with SPSS.  
 The sample consisted of 50 teachers with extensive experience in the 
educational field. 22 (44%) are native Japanese-speaking and 28 (56%) are 
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native Spanish-speaking teachers, 76% of them are between 36 and 55 years old, 
and 74% have with 11 or more years of teaching experience. However, of those 
surveyed, near half of the subjects are working at only one workplace (45%), 
while the rest are working at two (20%), three (18%) or more workplaces, 
which means that the majority are teachers who reported their experiences from 
various classrooms and workplaces with different constrictions and 
possibilities.  
 
Results and analysis 
Personal use of ICTs 
95.9% of those surveyed declare having a mobile, tablet or PC to use, 
which demonstrate that Spanish teachers’ use of ICTs is comparable to the large 
population of Japan quoted above. Also there is no distinction between 
Japanese and native Spanish teachers use of these devices. The same results are 
for the use of dictionaries, which are in various formats, printed, paid and free 
digital ones, websites, etc. 
 
Institutional equipment and plans of study  
 The importance or presence of institutional equipment that Spanish 
teachers have for a digital learning class is relatively high. Approximately 
two-thirds have internet or Wi-Fi connection in their classrooms. 
One important factor is the implementation of ICT policy use in the 
classrooms where teachers have to follow the guidelines or syllabuses of their 
workplaces. The results show that of the 50 teachers surveyed, 78% do not 
decide the content of their teaching, and only 22% make students use ICTs in 
class, regardless or irrespective of the teachers’ native language and their stance 
on the use of ICTs in the classroom. Consequently, it is the educational 
authority in charge of designing the syllabus that excludes the ICTs, although 
we cannot grasp the myriad of reasons from outright opposed to their use, to a 
variety of valid pedagogical reasons. 
 
Individual or personal opinions and use of ICT 
When asked about the need to make students use the new technologies 
to learn Spanish, these are the following results: 10% believe that they can 
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teach Spanish very well, without the need to use any digital resources; 20% 
affirm that the use of digital resources are not necessarily needed for teaching; 
51% recognize that sometimes ICTs are useful or convenient; 10% support ICT 
use because it is very convenient for the class, such as for reviewing or 
homework; and finally, only 8% have no doubt that these new technologies are 
very important in Spanish teaching. These figures are similar between both 
native Spanish-speaking teachers and native Japanese-speaking language 
teachers.  
About the teachers’ experiences in having students use the iPhone, 
digital tablet or PC, more than the half (58%) have had students use them and 
only 8% have been doing so at all times, as a part of the teaching. For the ones 
who design digital learning, their purposes were various: to review and practice 
in class and at home were the most quoted; to evaluate students and teach were 
the less frequent uses. The use of ITCs by the student to take exams is the less 
used: only 14% of the teachers use it.  
Asking those surveyed if they teach students to take advantage of 
digital resources, half of them (52%) affirm that they teach them, for example: 
how to use browsers like Google, search for information, organize a 
bibliography, use Google Scholar, access and watch YouTube, use dictionaries, 
bilingual dictionaries and translation services online, spell check online, suggest 
different platforms to learn Spanish from Japan and abroad, do grammar 
exercises online, look for TV and newspapers online, shop online, use software 
to handle photos, videos, maps, blogs, Prezis, etc. All of these resources online 
provide accessible free sources for learning, producing and greatly improving 
students’ learning. Moreover, 43 of 50 teachers (86%) had suggested their 
students use free resources online to study outside the classroom. 
When posing the question if they are actually and concretely using the 
new technologies at the time of the survey, near the end of the semester, which 
means the use of a smartphone, digital tablet or notebook or PC by the student, 
39% of them are designing teaching contents with student’s use of these digital 
devices. In the open question about the concrete use of these technologies, they 
explain they are for watching videos, handling papers online, using FB, using 
dictionaries online, searching for information on Wikipedia, Google, the 
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university’s virtual learning platform, etc. The rest, nearly two-thirds, were 
nonusers.  
 
Teachers' difficulties and challenges with the pedagogical application of ICT 
Upon asking about the disadvantages and obstacles faced with the use 
of ICT in the classroom, a variety of situations become clear.  
One set of obstacles is created by the institutional areas or workplaces. 
Some subjects cited the lack of the faculty’s or institutional authorities’ 
willingness to accept and adopt the use of ICT in the classroom, such as 
providing Wi-Fi in the classroom. Moreover, the struggle was pointed at 
insufficient licenses, too many access keys and lack of sufficient computers for 
the students. All these shortcomings work against teachers planning on any 
digital teaching.   
Another set of complications is the common, but always unexpected, 
technical problems. For the ones who have internet connections in the 
classroom, one of the most annoying obstacles is the loss of internet connection 
and low connection speed. In addition, problems with the sound in a 
pronunciation class, sudden or unexpected updates of the computers, technical 
problems with the projector, teacher computer, or students computers, running 
out of battery, students cannot download videos on their smartphones, etc. All 
of these obstacles are related to the unanticipated complications from 
technology that the teacher faces in the classroom. 
 For some, there is still discussion about the use of smartphones by the 
students due to the fear of the technology becoming a source of distraction in 
their learning. As one teacher wrote: “Sometimes it is difficult controlling what 
they are doing with their digital devices”. Along the same lines about misuse or 
misconduct, one teacher noted the misuse of online translators without checking 
the text. Therefore, the use of these digital resources not only compel us to stay 
updated and get ahead of these misuses, but also to teach the accurate use as 
well as the deficiencies of these free accessible resources. 
The use of ICTs in the classroom automatically includes the free access 
to the vast and complicated digital materials on the World Wide Web (YouTube, 
applications, websites, blogs of any kind of topic, etc.), but also the materials 
designed expressly for the class. In the latter case, the need for teacher training 
― 126 ―
第20号_４校.mcd  Page 127 17/03/22 08:56
 
becomes a superlative task in order to become satisfied and efficient producers 
of teaching materials. Among those surveyed, 41% are teachers with experience 
and also the skills to produce educational materials to be accessible to the 
students by smartphone, tablet or PC. Among the digital resources are: making 
videos for the class, creating a webpage, designing and using the university 
virtual environment (or education platform) for drills and exams, preparing 
students to use Text-to-Speech, Blogs, WebQuest, Wikis, LINE, Socrative, 
Kahoot and other free game-based learning platforms, Edmodo, designing apps, 
creating hypertext within literary works, giving exams or vocabulary tests 
online, among others. 
 
Teachers’ professional competence 
With the arrival of new digital devices, software, webpages, 
applications, among of all the continuous ongoing development with the ICTs, 
the need for teacher training is unavoidable. Inside the educational institutions, 
as well as with a series of networks for teacher training and development, the 
use of ICTs is a common topic. Asking the teachers if they are willing to master, 
update or refresh their skills on ICTs in an open-ended question, 44 of the 50 
surveyed demonstrate an overwhelming desire to learn new things and improve 
their teaching. 
Some quote having the need to upgrade their knowledge on the 
possibilities that the new technologies continuously offer. This is a list of 
positive features of using ICTs in teaching: it a way to include resources that 
the students already manage in their life; the new technologies help to foster 
student autonomy; with them students are able to access the real world; it is one 
more tool to teach; it saves time; it helps control students’ progress more easily; 
it helps give better feedback; students can follow their improvements easily or 
effortlessly; it makes the class more interactive and attractive; students can use 
this technology anywhere; digital resources can be adapted to the student’s 
level and bring new ideas to teaching.  
For some, there are complex media tools outside with probably full 
potential of digital resources to be applied in their classes, but still they exhibit 
the need to judge the ICT potential. Some teachers might feel overwhelmed 
with the huge variety of resources to adapt to their teaching needs. Some 
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teachers want to know more in order to be sure that these digital resources 
might help the class objectives or goals, so they are being cautious of the value 
of these resources beforehand. Only a couple of teachers express their concerns 
about the reaction of the students of these resources, if they really help the 
learning or disrupt the class.  
Only a very few wrote openly that they do not want to learn “because 
[they] already know[s] everything” up to “No”, “I do not like computers in 
general”, while other reasons were “yes, I am willing to learn, but it is not 
absolutely imperative” up to “It is not a necessity for me”, “after learning 
something new to use, before long, something new appears and I cannot use the 
first anymore” and “it is important to make students write by hand when they 
are learning a new language”.  
 
CONCLUSIONS 
The sample is too small to study in more detail the many other aspects 
interlinked with the adoption of ICTs in language teaching, which involve 
personal, generational, group, organizational, institutional and even cultural 
changes. However, based on the survey results, teachers have different classes 
and educational contexts often with different needs regarding digital resources 
and how they ultimately use them. It is clear that there is no institutional 
pressure to adopt more digital technology into the curricula. The lack of interest 
in a curricula dealing with ICT is probably related to some generational factor, 
pressures to work inside and outside the classroom, timetabling, among others.  
In general most of the teachers were “optimists” or pro ICT, 
individually already using them in their teaching, and less of them belong to the 
category of “cautious or concerned”, nonetheless recognizing the need of ICT 
to enhance and transform instructional practice. In general, they are welcoming 
the training and improvement to adopt new technologies for their teaching. 
It is evident that teachers use technology in many ways, recognize the 
value of the pedagogy in relation to educational tools, and are eager to take 
risks in order to improve their teaching. Probably, this is a result based in part 
on the teachers who responded to the online survey about digital technology 
adoption into Spanish teaching. Those surveyed were already open to ICTs in 
their daily teaching, compared to those teachers who would not generally, and 
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did not in this case, answer an online survey-- besides other factors which 
explains the lower number of responses of the survey.  
A single teacher may have different standards and strategies 
determined by the immediate objectives, student number, time constraints, 
budget, personal and institutional equipment, and support staff, among others. 
Some studies quote that when teachers regularly participate in professional 
interactions and activities, they teach in different ways from teachers who have 
less contact with their peers or professional events (Mumtaz, 2000). Therefore, 
for successful digital learning and teachers’ acquisition of ICT, it is 
recommended that first there are institutional technical support, finance, 
training and facilities on the road to digital teaching integration. The second 
recommendation is the offering of offsite and onsite programs focused on 
training, improving, sharing problems, personal reflection for learning with 
digital devices and financial assistance to help teachers comfortably progress 
towards technology-rich environments. In sum, teachers need to work with their 
peers, their workplaces and the wider teaching community to support 
educational change toward digital technologies. 
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